
J Physiol 589.18 (2011) pp 4615–4631 4615

Th
e

Jo
u

rn
al

o
f

Ph
ys

io
lo

g
y

(–)-Epicatechin enhances fatigue resistance and oxidative
capacity in mouse muscle

Leonardo Nogueira1, Israel Ramirez-Sanchez1,4, Guy A. Perkins2, Anne Murphy3, Pam R. Taub1,
Guillermo Ceballos4, Francisco J. Villarreal1, Michael C. Hogan1 and Moh H. Malek5

1Department of Medicine, School of Medicine, University of California, San Diego, CA, USA
2National Centre for Microscopy & Imageing Research, and 3Department of Pharmacology, La Jolla, CA 92093, USA
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Non-technical summary During exercise, skeletal muscle performance depends in great part
on the use of aerobic metabolism to supply the energetic demand of contractions. Endurance
training increases the muscle aerobic capacity, which is not only associated with enhanced exercise
performance, but also with a decreased risk of cardiovascular and metabolic diseases. Recently,
it has been shown that regular use of small doses of dark chocolate may result in similar health
benefits to exercise training. We show here that mice fed for 15 days with (–)-epicatechin (present
in dark chocolate) had improved exercise performance accompanied by: (1) an increased number
of capillaries in the hindlimb muscle; and (2) an increased amount of muscle mitochondria as well
as signalling for mitochondrial biogenesis. These results suggest that (–)-epicatechin increases
the capacity for muscle aerobic metabolism, thereby delaying the onset of fatigue. These findings
may have potential application for clinical populations experiencing muscle fatigue.

Abstract The flavanol (–)-epicatechin, a component of cacao (cocoa), has been shown to have
multiple health benefits in humans. Using 1-year-old male mice, we examined the effects
of 15 days of (–)-epicatechin treatment and regular exercise on: (1) exercise performance,
(2) muscle fatigue, (3) capillarity, and (4) mitochondrial biogenesis in mouse hindlimb and
heart muscles. Twenty-five male mice (C57BL/6N) were randomized into four groups: (1)
water, (2) water–exercise (W-Ex), (3) (–)-epicatechin ((–)-Epi), and (4) (–)-epicatechin–exercise
((–)-Epi-Ex). Animals received 1 mg kg−1 of (–)-epicatechin or water (vehicle) via oral gavage
(twice daily). Exercise groups underwent 15 days of treadmill exercise. Significant increases in
treadmill performance (∼50%) and enhanced in situ muscle fatigue resistance (∼30%) were
observed with (–)-epicatechin. Components of oxidative phosphorylation complexes, mitofilin,
porin, nNOS, p-nNOS, and Tfam as well as mitochondrial volume and cristae abundance were
significantly higher with (–)-epicatechin treatment for hindlimb and cardiac muscles than exercise
alone. In addition, there were significant increases in skeletal muscle capillarity. The combination
of (–)-epicatechin and exercise resulted in further increases in oxidative phosphorylation-complex
proteins, mitofilin, porin and capillarity than (–)-epicatechin alone. These findings indicate that
(–)-epicatechin alone or in combination with exercise induces an integrated response that includes
structural and metabolic changes in skeletal and cardiac muscles resulting in greater endurance
capacity. These results, therefore, warrant the further evaluation of the underlying mechanism of
action of (–)-epicatechin and its potential clinical application as an exercise mimetic.
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Introduction

Muscle aerobic capacity is a strong determinant of skeletal
muscle function and exercise performance. Aerobic
capacity is greatly enhanced by exercise training, generally
due to increases in mitochondrial volume and capillarity
in skeletal muscle (Holloszy & Coyle, 1984; Poole &
Mathieu-Costello, 1996). In addition to the known
benefits of increased mitochondrial volume on exercise
performance, it is now becoming clear that exercise
maintains mitochondrial viability throughout the human
lifespan (Leick et al. 2010) and that reduced mitochondrial
volume and mitochondrial degeneration are a strong
determinant of the ageing process (Wallace, 1999). It
has been recognized that skeletal muscle function and
performance begin to deteriorate in middle aged humans,
which can eventually lead to sarcopaenia (Nair, 2005),
loss of normal activity levels, and thereby facilitate weight
gain and the development of age-related pathological
conditions such as diabetes and cardiovascular disease.
As markers of reduced mitochondrial volume, oxidative
phosphorylation proteins and mitochondrial content have
been shown to decrease in skeletal muscle with ageing
(Lanza & Nair, 2009).

It has been of great interest to identify natural products
and nutritional supplements which may mimic and
enhance the effects of exercise in order to improve
muscle performance and possibly attenuate the effects
of ageing-induced muscle wasting. Recent reports have
linked the consumption of small amounts of dark
chocolate (a product of cacao) with notable reductions
in risk for the development of cardiovascular diseases
(Buijsse et al. 2010). Using animal models, our group
has focused on the study of cardiovascular effects
of (–)-epicatechin (the main flavanoid present in
dark chocolate) and have demonstrated that at low
doses, there is increased nitric oxide production in
endothelial cells (Ramirez-Sanchez et al. 2010) and
reduced myocardial injury (Yamazaki et al. 2008, 2010).
Furthermore, Ottaviani et al. (2011) recently reported
that only (–)-epicatechin, and not the stereoisomers
(+)-epicatechin, (–)-catechin or (+)-catechin, is capable
of mediating in vivo vasodilatation. There is evidence that
the production of physiological amounts of nitric oxide
(via nitric oxide synthase) may play a role in skeletal muscle

mitochondrial biogenesis (Wadley et al. 2007; Wadley &
McConell, 2007) and capillarity (Lloyd et al. 2003), and
enhance performance (Bailey et al. 2010). Interestingly,
the potential effects of (–)-epicatechin have not been
examined in relation to muscle aerobic capacity, fatigue
development, mitochondrial volume and capillarity in
skeletal and cardiac muscle. Recent studies have shown
that some exercise mimetic compounds (e.g. GW1516)
need a modest metabolic stimulus to enhance their effects
(Narkar et al. 2008). We reasoned, therefore, that the use
of (–)-epicatechin may also require such a stimulus. The
combination of (–)-epicatechin plus exercise would allow
us to compare and contrast the effects of this flavanol versus
those of exercise alone or in combination with exercise.

Therefore, using middle aged mice (12 months old), the
purposes of this present study were to examine the effects
of low dose (–)-epicatechin administration (15 days) in
the presence and absence of exercise on (1) exercise
performance, (2) muscle fatigue, (3) muscle capillarity,
and (4) mitochondrial biogenesis in mouse heart and
hindlimb muscles. We hypothesized that (–)-epicatechin
treated mice would demonstrate higher exercise capacity
and exhibit a longer time to fatigue, which would occur
secondarily to increases in skeletal muscle capillarity and
oxidative capacity.

Methods

Animals and ethical approval

We studied 1-year-old, male C57BL/6N mice (n = 25;
Harlan Laboratories, Inc., Indianapolis, IN, USA), which
were randomized into four groups. Animals were placed
four per cage and fed a standard diet without limitations.
The room temperature was kept at 21◦C with 12 h
light–dark cycles. All animal care and experimental
procedures were approved by the University of California,
San Diego Animal Care and Use Committee and conform
to NIH and American Physiological Society standards.

Experimental design and approach

A between-subjects design was used to determine the
effects of (–)-epicatechin on the hindlimb muscles of
1-year-old mice. This age was selected because it has been
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shown that by 1 year there are decreases in exercise capacity
when compared to young (4–6 months) mice (Leick et al.
2010). All animals performed an incremental treadmill test
and were then subsequently randomized into four groups:
(1) water, (2) water–exercise (W-Ex), (3) (–)-epicatechin
((–)-Epi), and (4) (–)-epicatechin–exercise ((–)-Epi-Ex).
Groups 2 and 4 performed exercise on a rodent treadmill
Monday through Friday during the study period. On the
day after the final training session, all mice performed
an incremental treadmill test. Forty-eight hours following
the treadmill test, the mice were killed. The quadriceps
femoris, extensor digitorum longus (EDL), and plantaris
muscles for all groups were harvested and used for
morphometric, biochemical, isolated-muscle preparation,
and molecular analyses.

(–)-Epicatechin administration

Mice in the (–)-epicatechin groups 3 and 4 were given
1.0 mg (kg body mass)−1 twice a day (morning and
evening) for 15 consecutive days, whereas animals in the
control groups 1 and 2 received the vehicle (water). Both
(–)-epicatechin (Sigma-Aldrich, St Louis, MO, USA) and
vehicle were administered via oral gavage.

Incremental treadmill tests

On at least two occasions prior to the test all mice were
familiarized with the treadmill (model CL-4, Omnitech,
Columbus, OH, USA) at a slow speed (∼5 m min−1)
at 10 deg incline for approximately 5–10 min. The
incremental test consisted of warm-up at 4 m min−1 for
2 min followed by an increase of 2 m min−1 every minute
thereafter. A shock grid (0.2 mA) and air jets at the back
of the treadmill were used to discourage the mice from
stopping while the treadmill belt was moving. Exhaustion
was determined when the mouse was no longer able to
maintain its normal running position on the treadmill
and/or was unwilling to run as indicated by the frequent
contact (i.e. touching the shock grid with each stride) or
sitting on the shock grid consistent with previous studies
from our laboratory (Malek & Olfert, 2009; Malek et al.
2010).

The running time was measured and running distance
and power calculated. Distance is a function of time and
speed of the treadmill, whereas power is the product of
body weight (kg), gravity (9.81 m s−−2), and vertical speed
(m s−−1 × angle) (Handschin et al. 2007).

Exercise intervention

For 15 days, mice in groups 2 and 4 underwent treadmill
training which began at approximately 14 m min−1 (50%
of maximal treadmill speed) at 10 deg incline for 30 min

five times per week. It should be noted, however, that the
intent was not to provide a training stimulus, but rather to
determine if (–)-epicatechin needed a metabolic stimulus
to have an effect, as reported for GW1516 by Narkar et al.
(2008).

Intact muscle contractility

Individual EDL muscles were rapidly dissected from each
mouse. The EDL muscles (6 muscles for each group) were
mounted horizontally in a muscle strip myograph system
(800MS; Danish Myo Technology, Aahus, Denmark) and
perfused with Tyrode solution (in mM: 121 NaCl, 5
KCl, 0.4 NaH2PO4, 1.8 CaCl2, 0.5 MgCl2, 24 NaHCO3,
5.5 glucose, 0.1 EGTA) bubbled continuously with 95%
O2 and 5% CO2 (final pH 7.4) at 32–34◦C during the
time course of the experiment. Muscle contractions were
evoked using electrical stimulation with an S48 stimulator
(Grass Technologies, Quincy, MA, USA) at 1 ms pulse
duration, 250 ms train duration, 40 V. After mounting the
muscles, the optimal muscle length (L0) was determined at
100 Hz. After determination of L0 each muscle rested for
10 min. A force–frequency curve (1–200 Hz, 1 contraction
each 100 s) was then conducted in order to determine the
excitation–contraction coupling properties of the muscle.
After resting again for 10 min, muscle performance was
evaluated by a fatigue run in which repeated contra-
ctions were induced with increased stimulation frequency
every 1 min (0.125, 0.25, 0.33 and 0.5 contractions per
second; 150 Hz, 40 V, 1 ms pulse duration, 250 ms train
duration) until the fatigue point, which was defined
as a decrease in tension to 50% of the initial tension
developed in the contractile run. After the experimental
procedure, the muscles were blotted dry and weighed, and
tension development was normalized with respect to the
muscles cross-sectional area (N cm−2) according to Reid
et al. (1987). Relative tension developed (P) was obtained
and the force–frequency curves were computed from the
maximum tetanic tension (P0) evoked at 150 or 200 Hz (%
P/P0) and fitted by a sigmoid non-linear regression using
the equation P = Pmin + (P0XnH /F50

nH + XnH ), where Pmin

is the minimum tension developed, F50 is the midpoint of
the curve (in Hz) and nH is the Hill coefficient, which is
correlated to the steepness of the curve.

Tissue preparation

All mice were anaesthetized with sodium pentobarbital
(60 mg kg−1, I.P.) and both left and right gastrocnemius,
plantaris and quadriceps femoris muscles were removed,
along with the heart. For the plantaris muscle an entire
transverse slice from the widest point of the middle belly
portion of the muscles was excised and frozen in precooled
isopentane (–140◦C) and stored at –80◦C until further
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processing. Transverse 10 μm serial sections were cut
on a cryotome (Reichert Jung Cryocut 1800; Cambridge
Instruments, Buffalo, NY, USA) at –20◦C and mounted on
slides for histochemical analysis of capillary number. Great
care was taken to ensure that the widest part of the muscle
was sectioned and that sectioning was perpendicular to the
orientation of the fibres. The gastrocnemius muscle was
prepared for enzyme/metabolite measurements, whereas
the heart, contralateral plantaris, soleus, and quadriceps
femoris muscles were processed and stored for subsequent
use.

Capillary staining and indices

Sections from the plantaris muscle from all four groups
were stained using the method of Rosenblatt et al.
(1987). Briefly, the sections were first fixed for 5 min
in a Guth and Samaha fixative (Guth & Samaha, 1970)
and then incubated for 1 h at 36◦C in a lead–adenosine
triphosphatase staining medium to stain capillaries. It
should be noted that there are no differences in the number
of capillaries visualized with frozen biopsy samples using
the Rosenblatt technique and the number visualized
in tissue sections prepared from perfusion-fixed muscle
(Hepple & Mathieu-Costello, 2001).

Muscle sections were viewed under a light microscope
(40× magnification, Jenalumar, Zeiss, Jena, Germany),
and digital images were taken of the sections (Sony Model
DXC-960MD, Sony Corp., Tokyo, Japan). Capillaries
were quantified manually from the digital image on
individual fibres by a single individual. The following
indices were measured: (1) the number of capillaries
around a fibre (N CAF), (2) the capillary-to-fibre ratio on
an individual-fibre basis (C/F i), and (3) capillary density
(CD), which was calculated by using the fibre area as
the reference space (Hepple & Mathieu-Costello, 2001).
Capillary-to-fibre perimeter exchange index (CFPE) was
calculated as an estimate of the capillary-to-fibre surface
area (Hepple, 1997). Quantification of the capillary
supply was performed randomly selecting a fibre in an
artifact-free region (no holes due to freeze fracture and
fibres intact) (Wong et al. 2009). Fibre cross-sectional area
(FCSA) and perimeter (FP) were measured with the image
analysis system and commercial software (SigmaScan Pro
v. 5.0; Systat Software, Inc., Point Richmond, CA, USA).

Muscle metabolic enzyme activity

The gastrocnemius muscle was separated into 10 mg pieces
and homogenized in 100 volumes (w:v) of buffer (175 mM

KCl, 2 mM EDTA; pH 7.4) for citrate synthase. In the
buffer, frozen muscle sections were pulverized using a
pestle for 60 s on ice. Homogenates were frozen in liquid
nitrogen and underwent three freeze–thaw cycles using

liquid nitrogen. Before use, the homogenates were thawed
a final time and centrifuged at 8000 g for 1 min to remove
particulate matter.

Using the supernatant, citrate synthase activity was
measured via the technique of Srere (1969). The activity of
citrate synthase was measured by the rate of production of
the mercaptide ion based on conversion of acetyl-CoA and
oxaloacetate into citrate synthase and CoA-SH. CoA-SH
in the presence of 5,5′-disthiobis-2-nitrobenzoic acid
(DTNB) produces mercaptide ion. Samples were analysed
in a Beckman DU 730 spectrophotomer (Beckman,
Fullerton, CA, USA) at 412 nm. All samples were tested
in triplicate and measured at 37◦C.

Western blotting

Approximately 50 mg of the heart and quadriceps femoris
muscles were homogenized with a polytron in 500 μl lysis
buffer (1% Triton X-100, 20 mM Tris, 140 mM NaCl, 2 mM

EDTA, and 0.1% SDS) with protease and phosphatase
inhibitor cocktails (P2714 and P2850, Sigma-Aldrich)
supplemented with 0.15 mM PMSF, 5 mM Na3VO4 and
3 mM NaF. Homogenates were passed through an insulin
syringe five times, sonicated for 30 min at 4◦C and
centrifuged (12,000 g) for 10 min. The total protein
content was measured in the supernatant using the
Bradford method. A total of 40 μg of protein was
loaded onto a 4–15% precast TGX polyacrylamide gel
(Bio-Rad), electrotransferred (12 V, 50 min), incubated
for 1 h in blocking solution (5% non-fat dry milk in
TBS plus 0.1% Tween 20 (TBS-T)), followed by a 3 h
incubation at room temperature with primary mouse
monoclonal antibodies: MitoProfile (complex I, 20 kDa;
complex II, 30 kDa; complex III, 46 kDa; complex V,
55 kDa; Timmers et al. (2011); oxidative phosphorylation,
Total OXPHOS from MitoSciences cat no. MS601),
Porin (35 kDa; Huffman et al. (2008); MitoSciences cat
no. MSA03), and Mitofilin (75 kDa; Iyer et al. (2009);
MitoSciences cat no. MSM02). In addition, we used
the following rabbit polyclonal antibodies against nNOS
(∼155 kDa (Hayashi et al. 2009); Cell Signaling Cat#4234),
anti-phospho-nNOS (∼155 kDa (Chen et al. 2000);
Ser1417, Upstate Cat#07-544), anti-Tfam (30 kDa (Franko
et al. 2008); Sigma-Aldrich Cat#SAB1401383-100UG)
to examine potential mechanisms of mitochondrial
biogenesis. All primary antibodies were diluted 1:1000
and GAPDH (37 kDa; Pansters et al. (2011); rabbit poly-
clonal, Cell Signaling cat no. 2118 14C10) primary anti-
body was diluted 1:2000 in TBS-T plus 5% non-fat dry
milk. Membranes were washed (3× for 5 min) in TBS-T
and incubated 1 h at room temperature in the presence of
HRP-conjugated secondary antibodies (anti-mouse IgG,
or anti-rabbit IgG HRP-linked antibodies, Cell Signaling
cat nos 7076 and 7074, respectively) diluted 1:10,000 in
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blocking solution. Membranes were again washed 3 times
in TBS-T, and the immunoblots were developed using
an ECL Plus detection kit (Amersham-GE). The band
intensities were digitally quantified using ImageJ software
(http://www.nih.gov).

Electron microscopy

Pieces of the heart and plantaris muscles were fixed in 2%
paraformaldehyde plus 2.5% glutaraldehyde (Ted Pella,
Redding, CA, USA) in 0.1 M sodium cacodylate (pH 7.4)
on ice for 24 h. The samples were washed three times
with buffer consisting of 0.1 M sodium cacodylate plus
3 mM calcium chloride (pH 7.4) on ice and then post-fixed
with 1% osmium tetroxide, 0.8% potassium ferrocyanide,
3 mM calcium chloride in 0.1 M sodium cacodylate
(pH 7.4) for 3 h, washed 3 times with ice-cold distilled
water, en bloc stained with 2% uranyl acetate at 4◦C for
1 h, dehydrated through graded ethanol solutions, and
embedded in Durcupan ACM resin (Fluka, St Louis, MO,
USA). Ultrathin (80 nm) sections were post-stained with
uranyl acetate and lead salts prior to imageing using a JEOL
1200FX transmission EM operated at 80 kV. The negatives
were digitized at 1800 dpi using a Nikon CoolScan
system, giving an image size of 4033 × 6010 pixels and
a pixel resolution of 2.35 nm. A stereological analysis
to ascertain the ratio of mitochondrial volume to cyto-
plasmic volume was performed with Adobe Photoshop.
Point counting was used to determine the mitochondrial
volume densities by overlaying a grid on each digitized
image. Mitochondria and cytoplasm lying under inter-
cepts were counted. The relative volume of mitochondria
was expressed as the ratio of intercepts coinciding with
this organelle to the intercepts coinciding with cytoplasm.
Mitochondrial membrane surface areas were measured
using ImageJ software (http://www.nih.gov).

Statistical analyses

All data are presented as means ± SEM. Separate one-way
ANOVAs were performed to compare the relevant group
means for each dependent variable. Separate 2 (time:
pre-training and post-training) × 4 (group: water, W-Ex,
(–)-Epi and (–)-Epi-Ex) mixed-factorial ANOVAs were
performed for body mass as well as exercise indices. When
appropriate, Tukey’s HSD was used post hoc to determine
which means were significantly different from each other
(Keppel & Wickens, 2004). An α level at P ≤ 0.05 was
selected for all statistical comparisons. The analyses were
conducted using the Statistical Package for the Social
Sciences software (SPSS, v.18.0, SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL,
USA).

Results

Animals

As shown in Table 1, there were no statistically significant
differences detected in body, heart and muscle masses
between the four groups. In addition, there were
no statistical differences detected when the data were
normalized to body mass.

Incremental treadmill test

Table 2 shows the exercise indices for each group prior to
and following the 15 day intervention. The two-way mixed
factorial ANOVA resulted in a significant interaction. The
statistical model was subsequently decomposed and these
analyses indicated a statistically significant increase in all
exercise indices for the (–)-epicatechin groups at Day 15
when compared to the water groups. There were no
statistically significant differences detected, however, for
the exercise indices within the two groups (i.e. water vs.
W-Ex or (–)-Epi only vs. (–)-Epi-Ex).

Hindlimb capillarity

In the plantaris muscle (Fig. 1) there were significant
differences in capillary indices between the (–)-epicatechin
and water groups. In all cases, the indices of muscle
capillarity (N CAF, C/F i, capillary density and CFPE) were
greater in the (–)-epicatechin treated groups than in the
water treated groups. As shown in Fig. 1, there were
significant increases in capillarity for the W-Ex group
when compared to the water only group. In addition, the
(–)-Epi-Ex group had the highest amount of capillarity
(P < 0.05) in the plantaris muscle than the other three
groups. Also, there were significant mean differences
between the (–)-epicatechin and water groups for FCSA
and FP (Table 3). Lastly, the (–)-Epi-Ex group had greater
FCSA than the (–)-Epi group (Table 3).

Intact muscle contractility

Effects of exercise training on the contractile properties
of EDL muscle. As shown in Fig. 2, the force–frequency
curves from the four groups demonstrated a significant
(P < 0.01) right-shift at the submaximal frequencies of
stimulation in the two exercised trained groups (W-Ex
and (–)-Epi-Ex), but no statistically significant differences
were detected in the non-exercise groups. Table 4
summarizes all the contractile properties calculated in
the four experimental groups. The midpoint of the
curve (F50), was significantly increased in both exercised
groups (W-Ex and (–)-Epi-Ex) when compared to the
non-exercise groups (P < 0.05). There was no statistically
significant difference detected on either the steepness of
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Table 1. Body, heart and hindlimb muscle mass

Groups

Water only W-Ex (–)-Epi only (–)-Epi-Ex

n = 6 n = 7 n = 5 n = 7

Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15

Body mass (g) 31.8 ± 0.8 32.3 ± 0.9 32.8 ± 0.7 32.4 ± 0.9 32.9 ± 0.9 32.3 ± 1.0 32.6 ± 0.8 33.1 ± 0.9
Heart mass (mg) — 136.7 ± 6.6 — 151.3 ± 7.7 — 138.6 ± 3.8 — 142.2 ± 4.5
Heart/body mass

(mg g−1)
— 4.30 ± 0.06 — 4.66 ± 0.21 — 4.29 ± 0.06 — 4.33 ± 0.21

Quadriceps femoris
mass (mg)

— 169.4 ± 8.9 — 165.3 ± 8.5 — 168.3 ± 8.7 — 171.1 ± 5.2

Quadriceps
femoris/body
mass (mg g−1)

— 5.30 ± 0.39 — 5.09 ± 0.23 — 5.23 ± 0.31 — 5.20 ± 0.21

Gastrocnemius
mass

— 109.9 ± 5.6 — 123.0 ± 3.4 — 111.7 ± 2.8 — 119.8 ± 3.2

Gastrocnemius/body
mass (mg g−1)

— 3.42 ± 0.16 — 3.79 ± 0.05 — 3.46 ± 0.09 — 3.63 ± 0.09

Plantaris (mg) — 16.4 ± 0.6 — 15.5 ± 1.3 — 17.9 ± 0.3 — 16.1 ± 1.1
Plantaris/body

mass (mg g−1)
— 0.51 ± 0.03 — 0.48 ± 0.04 — 0.55 ± 0.02 — 0.49 ± 0.03

The data are means ± SEM. There was no significant difference (P > 0.05) between groups for any of the indices.

Table 2. Results of incremental treadmill test for all groups
Groups

Water only W-Ex (–)-Epi only (–)-Epi-Ex

n = 6 n = 7 n = 5 n = 7

Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15
Duration (s) 772 ± 17 730 ± 29 806 ± 15 745 ± 27 771 ± 18 931 ± 32∗ ,∗∗ 804 ± 15 958 ± 27∗ ,∗∗
Speed
(m min−1) 27.3 ± 0.6 25.7 ± 1.0 28.0 ± 0.6 26.0 ± 0.9 26.8 ± 0.7 32.4 ± 1.1∗ ,∗∗ 28.3 ± 0.6 33.4 ± 0.9∗ ,∗∗
Distance (m) 245 ± 9 222 ± 16 255 ± 8 226 ± 15 237 ± 10 323 ± 17∗ ,∗∗ 259 ± 8 343 ± 15∗ ,∗∗
Work (J) 379 ± 16 343 ± 28 410 ± 15 351 ± 26 377 ± 18 533 ± 31∗ ,∗∗ 414 ± 15 580 ± 26∗ ,∗∗
Power (W) 0.0142 ± 0.0004 0.0135 ± 0.0005 0.0150 ± 0.0004 0.0138 ± .0005 0.0144 ± 0.0004 0.0171 ± 0.0006∗ ,∗∗ 0.0150 ± 0.0004 0.0180 ± 0.0005∗ ,∗∗

The data are means ± SEM. ∗Significantly (P < 0.05) different from Water-only group; ∗∗significantly different (P < 0.05) from W-Ex group.

the curves (nH) or the absolute maximal tetanic tension
(P0) between the four groups. Single twitch tension (Pt)
and fraction of the maximal tension developed with a
single twitch tension (Pt/P0) were significantly smaller
in the (–)-Epi-Ex group compared to the (–)-Epi group
(P < 0.05).

Effects of (–)-epicatechin on the contractile properties
of EDL muscle. When the animals were treated with
(–)-epicatechin for 15 consecutive days, either in the
presence or in the absence of exercise training, there
was no statistically significant shift detected in the
force–frequency relationship (Fig. 2) and no statistically
significant differences were detected in P0, Pt, F50 and
nH compared to the control group (Table 4). Thus,

(–)-epicatechin did not alter contractile properties of the
EDL muscle.

Effect of (–)-epicatechin treatment on the time to fatigue
in in vitro EDL muscle. Figure 3A shows a representative
recording of tetanic contractions during a fatigue run
from the four groups of mice. The absolute initial
tetanic force was not statistically different among the
four groups; however, the muscles from animals treated
with (–)-epicatechin were significantly more resistant to
fatigue (130 ± 4 vs. 164 ± 10 s and 128 ± 5 vs. 179 ± 9 s
for water vs. (–)-Epi and W-Ex vs (–)-Epi-Ex, respectively;
P < 0.05, Fig. 3B) which corresponded to a difference of
approximately 30–45 s. There were, however, no statistical
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differences detected in the time to fatigue within groups
(water vs. W-Ex or (–)-Epi vs. (–)-Epi-Ex).

Enzyme activity

In order to determine the effects of (–)-epicatechin on
citrate synthase concentration in the resting muscle we
performed the assay on tissues from the non-exercise
conditions (water vs. (–)-Epi). There was a significant
difference in citrate synthase concentration between
the two groups (water, 29.0 ± 0.7 mmol min−1 (kg wet
muscle)−1 versus (–)-Epi, 31.4 ± 0.3 mmol min−1 (kg
wet muscle)−1; P < 0.05). Therefore, 15 days of (–)-Epi
treatment increased citrate synthase concentration in the
resting muscle of 1-year-old mice by ∼8.3%.

Mitochondrial oxidative phosphorylation protein
complex in hindlimb and heart

As shown in Fig. 4A the protein content for components of
mitochondrial complexes I (subunit NDUFB8; ∼20 kDa),
II (FeS subunit; ∼30 kDa), III (Core 2 subunit;
∼47 kDa), and V (ATP synthase α-subunit; ∼53 kDa)
was significantly higher in the W-Ex, (–)-Epi only, and

(–)-Epi-Ex groups compared to the water only group. We
were, however, unable to measure the band for complex IV
(subunit II, ∼24 kDa), because of the close proximity to
complex I despite multiple attempts to achieve separation
between the two bands. Furthermore, the (–)-Epi and
(–)-Epi-Ex groups had greater increases in these oxidative
phosphorylation components when compared to the
W-Ex group. In addition, the (–)-Epi-Ex had significantly
higher levels of subunits of complex III and V than the
(–)-Epi group (Fig. 4A). We also examined protein content
of mitofilin and porin, which are components of the inner
and outer membrane of the mitochondria, respectively. As
shown in Fig. 4B, we found that levels of both proteins were
significantly higher for the three groups when compared
to the water only group. In addition, both mitofilin and
porin were ∼50% higher in the (–)-Epi group than the
W-Ex group. Lastly, we found that mitofilin and porin
protein content were significantly higher in the (–)-Epi-Ex
group than the (–)-Epi group.

We also examined the effects of (–)-epicatechin
treatment on components of oxidative phosphorylation
complexes in cardiac muscle. As shown in Fig. 5A, these
mitochondrial proteins were significantly higher for the
(–)-Epi-Ex group when compared to the water group;
however, only in select components were significant

Figure 1. Plantaris muscle comparison of NCAF, C/F i (B), capillary density (C) and capillary-to-fibre peri-
meter exchange (CFPE) (D) between the four groups
Data are means ± SEM. ∗P < 0.05; †significantly different from W-Ex group; n = 3 per group.
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Table 3. Muscle morphometry assessments for the plantaris muscle

Groups

Water only W-Ex (–)-Epi only (–)-Epi-Ex

Plantaris Muscle Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15 Day 0 Day 15

Area (μm2) — 1794 ± 50 — 1939 ± 46 — 2205 ± 35∗,∗∗ — 2428 ± 10
∗,∗∗,†

Perimeter (μm) — 175.8 ± 2.5 — 184.6 ± 2.5 — 201.1 ± 2.5∗,∗∗ — 210.8 ± 4.2∗,∗∗

The data are means ± SEM. ∗Significantly (P < 0.05) different from Water-only group; ∗∗significantly different from W-Ex
group; †significantly different from (–)-Epi only group.

differences detected between the water group versus the
W-Ex and (–)-Epi groups. In addition, only the complex
II subunit was significantly higher for the (–)-Epi-Ex when
compared to the (–)-Epi group (see Fig. 5A). We also
found that both mitofilin and porin protein content were
significantly higher for the three groups (W-Ex, (–)-Epi,
and (–)-Epi-Ex) when compared to the water only group;
Fig. 5B). For mitofilin, we found that the (–)-Epi-Ex group
had significantly higher protein content than the W-Ex
and (–)-Epi groups. For porin, there were no statistical
differences detected between the three groups (W-Ex,
(–)-Epi, and (–)-Epi-Ex; Fig. 5B).

To gain better insight into the underlying mechanisms
of (–)-epicatechin’s effect, we analysed changes in protein
content of nNOS and the phosphorylation status of nNOS
(p-nNOS) as well as for Tfam content in the quadriceps

Figure 2. Relative isometric tension (P/P0) obtained at
different frequencies of stimulation from EDL muscles from
non-exercised mice (open and filled triangles) or exercised
mice (open and filled circles) that were fed with
(–)-epicatechin (open symbols) or in the control mice (filled
symbols)
∗P < 0.01, water vs. W-Ex; ∗∗P < 0.01, (–)-Epi vs. (–)-Epi-Ex. Data are
means ± SEM, n = 6 muscles.

femoris muscles for each group. As shown in Fig. 6, both
nNOS and p-nNOS, and the p-nNOS/nNOS ratio (Fig. A)
as well as Tfam (Fig. B) were significantly increased in all
three groups when compared to the water only group.
However, there were no statistically significant differences
detected in p-nNOS/nNOS ratio between the three groups
(W-Ex, (–)-Epi and (–)-Epi-Ex). We were unable to detect
eNOS in the skeletal muscle samples (data not shown). It
should be noted, that the levels of Tfam were significantly
higher in the (–)-Epi-Ex group compared to the W-Ex and
(–)-Epi groups.

Electron microscopy

Electron microscopy was used to investigate
ultrastructural modifications to the plantaris muscle
after (–)-epicatechin treatment. High-resolution images
comprising large regions of muscle tissue were examined
from three (–)-epicatechin only treated mice (group (3)
and compared with images from three water only control
mice (group (1). We observed that in (–)-epicatechin
treated mouse plantaris muscle there were more abundant
mitochondria and cristae than in the controls (Fig. 7A and
B). The measured mean volume density of mitochondria,
expressed as the percentage of the cytoplasm occupied
by this organelle, was 10.0% after epicatechin treatment
compared to 5.7% (P < 0.05) in the control. The cristae
abundance in (–)-epicatechin treated mice was also
significantly higher than in the control mitochondria
(Fig. 7B). The mean cristae surface area, normalized to the
mitochondrial outer membrane (and thus unitless), was
1.26 after (–)-epicatechin treatment compared to 0.77 in
controls (P < 0.05). When the entire mitochondrial inner
membrane surface area was measured and normalized to
the outer membrane the mean inner membrane surface
area after (–)-epicatechin treatment was 2.22 compared to
1.72 in controls (P < 0.05). In addition, we examined the
mean cristae surface area for the cardiac muscle and found
a statistically significant increase (∼25%) in (–)-Epi only
group when compared to the water group. Treatment also
significantly increased mitochondrial volume density by
11% in cardiac muscle (P < 0.05, Fig. 8).
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Table 4. Contractile properties of the EDL for the group treated groups

Water only W-Ex (–)-Epi Only (–)-Epi-Ex

Pt (N cm−2) 3.6 ± 0.4 2.3 ± 0.8 3.3 ± 0.6 1.5 ± 0.6
∗

P0 (N cm−2) 21 ± 2 21 ± 3 20 ± 4 17 ± 4
Pt/P0 0.17 ± 0.03 0.10 ± 0.03 0.18 ± 0.05 0.07 ± 0.02∗∗

F50 (Hz) 72 ± 4 85 ± 5† 68 ± 5 87 ± 4∗

nH 4.9 ± 0.2 5.2 ± 0.2 5.3 ± 0.2 4.3 ± 0.3∗

The data are means ± SEM. Pt, twitch tension; P0, maximal tetanic tension;
F50, frequency of stimulation to evoke 50% of P0; nH, Hill coefficient.
∗P < 0.05, (–)-Epi vs. (–)-Epi-Ex; ∗∗P < 0.05, water vs. (–)-Epi-Ex; †P < 0.05,
water vs. W-Ex.

Discussion

The principle and unique findings of the current
investigation are that 15 consecutive days of
(–)-epicatechin treatment resulted in (1) improved
treadmill performance; (2) delayed onset of
muscle fatigue; (3) increased muscle capillarity; (4)
increased levels of proteins comprising the oxidative

phosphorylation machinery as well as mitofilin and
porin in skeletal and cardiac muscles; and (5) increased
mitochondrial volume density and cristae abundance
in hindlimb and heart muscles. In addition, we found
increases in Tfam expression in (–)-epicatechin-treated
mice. These effects were greater than those from
exercise alone. Furthermore, the combination of exercise

Figure 3. A, representative tension recordings, from the EDL muscle, during the fatigue run from the
non-exercised group (left panel) and from the exercised group (right panel) normalized to the initial
tension. B, results of fatigue run for all four groups.
Data are means ± SEM, n = 6 muscles. ∗P < 0.05.
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Figure 4. A, mitochondrial protein complexes for the quadriceps femoris muscle
∗Significant differences between groups; ∗∗significant differences between W-Ex, (–)-Epi, and (–)-Epi-Ex versus
W group; †significantly different from corresponding complex for (–)-Epi group. B, mitofilin and porin proteins.
∗∗Significant differences between W-Ex, (–)-Epi, and (–)-Epi-Ex versus water group for mitofilin and porin. Data
are means ± SEM, n = 3 per group.

Figure 5. A, mitochondrial protein complexes for the cardiac muscle
∗Significantly different from corresponding complex for W group; #significantly different with corresponding
complex for water group; ‡significantly different from corresponding complex for W-Ex group; ∗∗significant
differences between W-Ex, (–)-Epi, and (–)-Epi-Ex versus W group; †significantly different from corresponding
complex of (–)-Epi group. B, mitofilin and porin protein.

∗∗
Significant differences between W-Ex, (–)-Epi, and

(–)-Epi-Ex versus water group for mitofilin and porin. Data are means ± SEM, n = 3 per group.
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and (–)-epicatechin treatment resulted in greater
improvements in selected endpoints. To our knowledge,
this is the first study that has examined the effects of a
low dose (–)-epicatechin treatment in mice. The nature
of the observed changes indicate that the effects occur in
multiple organs and tissues that as a whole can lead to a
sustained increase in exercise performance.

Muscle capillarity and exercise performance
in response to (–)-epicatechin treatment

In the current study, we did not detect statistical differences
in body or muscle masses between the four groups, but
mice in the (–)-Epi or (–)-Epi-Ex groups had higher
treadmill running capacities than those in the control
groups after 15 consecutive days of treatment (Table 2).
The ability to deliver oxygen to the working muscle is a
coordinated effort involving multiple factors. Capillaries
are an integral part of this process since they provide an
interface between the circulatory system and the muscle.
For example, Waters et al. (2004) reported that 14 days
of voluntary wheel running was sufficient to induce
angiogenesis and increase the capillary-to-fibre ratio by
∼56% in the plantaris muscle of mice, whereas Olfert et al.
(2009) reported that deletion of the vascular endothelial
growth factor (VEGF) gene in cardiac and skeletal muscle
resulted in profound reductions of exercise capacity when
compared to littermate controls. In the present study, a
number of established capillary indices (Hepple et al.
1997; Malek & Olfert, 2009; Malek et al. 2010) were
used to characterize the effects of (–)-Epi and (–)-Epi-Ex
on capillarization of the plantaris muscle. This muscle
was selected because glycolytic fibres typically have lower
capillary abundance relative to oxidative fibres (Malek
& Olfert, 2009; Malek et al. 2010). When compared to
the W-Ex group, the (–)-Epi group increased C/F i by
∼33%, whereas the combination of (–)-Epi-Ex increased
C/F i by ∼64%. This pattern of increased capillarity was
consistent for all other indices (Fig. 1). In addition, we also
estimated CFPE, which provides a measure of the inter-
face between the capillaries and muscle fibres (Hepple
& Mathieu-Costello, 2001). The observed increase in
the CFPE index for the (–)-Epi and (–)-Epi-Ex groups
suggests an increased oxygen flux potential, which may
explain the increase in endurance capacity (Table 2) when
compared to the control groups. Although we did not
observe any statistical differences in treadmill exercise
indices (Table 2) between the (–)-Epi and (–)-Epi-Ex,
this may, in part, be explained by the variability
inherent with treadmill testing. Nevertheless, these
data are consistent with well-established correlational
studies between muscle capillarity, oxygen conductance
and/or exercise performance (Richardson et al.
2000; Howlett et al. 2003) indicating that muscle

capillarity plays a key role in limiting exercise
capacity.

The ability to sustain exercise is an integrative
response between central (cardiorespiratory) and peri-
pheral (muscle) factors. Approaches for the evaluation
of cardiac function during exercise in mice are
limited and measurements of cardiac function during
treadmill exercise are currently not feasible given the
size of the mouse as well as practical issues such
as equipment limitations (Malek & Olfert, 2009).
Therefore, in the current study, it was not possible
to separate the contribution of central and peri-
pheral factors to endurance capacity with (–)-epicatechin
treatment.

Figure 6. Representative Western blot results for nNOS,
p-nNOS and p-nNOS/nNOS ratio (A) and Tfam (B) from
quadriceps femoris muscle
∗P < 0.05; †significantly different from water only group for p-nNOS
and nNOS.
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Intact whole muscle response to (–)-epicatechin
treatment

In the current investigation, the effects of 15 consecutive
days of (–)-epicatechin treatment with or without exercise
were evaluated using isolated whole EDL muscle, which
is composed mainly of fast-twitch, type IIA and IIB
fibres in mice (Crow & Kushmerick, 1982). This approach
allows a better evaluation of muscle fatigue properties
in the absence of central factors (i.e. cardiorespiratory
and microcirculatory). One advantage of using the EDL
muscle compared to other thicker fast-twitch muscles,
like gastrocnemius, is the relative small diameter of the
EDL, allowing sufficient oxygenation of the core of the
muscle during repetitive tetanic contractions (Barclay,
2005). In order to evaluate the contractile apparatus in the
non-fatigued EDL muscle, tension was evoked electrically
at different frequencies of stimulation. This resulted in the
production of twitches (single pulse of depolarization) as
well as unfused and fused tetanic contractions (Nogueira
& Hogan, 2010).

As shown in Fig. 2 and by the increased F50, the
force–frequency curves for the exercise groups were
significantly shifted to the right when compared to

the non-exercised group. Interestingly, the F50 in the
non-exercised group (∼70 Hz) was smaller than the
reported values in the literature for EDL muscle, which
is around 80–90 Hz (Tang et al. 2004), whereas the
exercised group had similar values (∼85 Hz) to those in
the literature. It is important to note that the animals
chosen for this work were 1 year old; therefore, it is possible
that ageing per se affected the contractile parameters
in these mice as reported previously using intact single
mouse fibres (Gonzalez et al. 2000). Nevertheless, we
did not detect significant statistical difference in the
maximal tetanic tension developed in all four groups. One
possible interpretation is that moderate exercise did not
affect the maximal Ca2+ release and cross-bridge cycle
during maximal activation (Tang et al. 2004; Ottenheijm
et al. 2009). Several studies (Shindoh et al. 1990; Reid
et al. 1993) have shown that inhibition of muscle sub-
maximal tension in the non-fatigued state is related to
the increased muscle antioxidant activity either by endo-
genous or exogenous antioxidant enzymes. It is possible
that the exercise regimen used in the current study may
have increased the antioxidant pool in the EDL muscle as
indicated by the right-shift of the force–frequency curve.

Figure 7. Mitochondrial volume density for the plantaris muscle (A), and cristae membrane surface area
normalized to the outer membrane surface area (B)
Data are means and SEM. The representative electron microscopy images of control (left side) and (–)-epicatechin
(right side) treated muscle above each graph. For panel A, the scale bar represents 2 μm, whereas for panel B, the
scale bar represents 200 nm. ∗P < 0.05.
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Chronic treatment with a flavanoid such as (–)-epicatechin
with known antioxidant properties (Yamazaki et al. 2008)
did not, however, affect maximal tension development
nor promote any shift in the force–frequency relationship
suggesting that (–)-epicatechin-induced effects are not
mediated through changes on intracellular redox status.

After the force–frequency curves were determined,
individual muscles from the four groups were repeatedly
contracted at maximal tetanic tension up to a fatigue time
point. Although the EDL muscles for the water groups
were more fatigable than those for the (–)-epicatechin
groups, there were no statistical differences within the two
groups between the non-exercise and exercise conditions
(Fig. 3B). These results are consistent with the in vivo
treadmill test results (Table 2). Nevertheless, mice treated
with (–)-epicatechin, on average, were 31% more fatigue
resistant than mice treated with water (Fig. 3). Our
findings seem to be unique since it has been reported
that resveratrol, a flavonoid compound found in red
grapes, did not improve muscle fatigability during in situ
isometric muscle action in young (3–5 months) or old
(26–28 months) rats (Ryan et al. 2010). The results of the
current study indicates that (–)-epicatechin treatment may
reduce muscle fatigue in fast-twitch muscle, independent
of exercise training.

Changes in mitochondrial structure

Skeletal muscle. The increase in mitochondrial density
is a typical adaptation to endurance training which
is well documented in the literature (Holloszy, 1967;
Wright et al. 2007). In the current investigation, we
examined multiple components of the mitochondria
including enzyme activities, ultrastructural parameters
(i.e. cristae abundance), protein expression of oxidative
phosphorylation machinery, and the inner (mitofilin)
and outer (porin) membranes in the quadriceps femoris
muscle. This muscle was selected because it predominantly
contains the Type IIb myosin heavy chain isoform (Salerno
et al. 2004; Kohn & Myburgh, 2007). As shown in
Fig. 4A, there were significant increases in components
for each of the probed complexes for the W-Ex, (–)-Epi,
and (–)-Epi-Ex groups when compared to the water
group. An interesting finding is that the W-Ex group
had significantly higher amounts of protein for each
complex component when compared to the water group
even though we did not observe an increase in functional
(i.e. treadmill) capacity (Table 2). Another unique finding
was that the (–)-epicatechin group resulted in greater
protein expression than the W-Ex group and this change
was associated with a 25% improvement in treadmill
performance.

Figure 8. Mitochondrial volume density for the heart muscle (A), and cristae membrane surface area
normalized to the outer membrane surface area (B)
Data are means and SEM. The representative electron microscopy images of control (left side) and (–)-epicatechin
(right side) treated muscle above each graph. For panel A, the scale bar represents 4 μm, whereas for panel B, the
scale bar represents 400 nm. ∗P < 0.05.
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Mitofilin is an inner membrane protein (Gieffers et al.
1997) that is enriched in the narrow space between the
mitochondrial inner boundary and the outer membrane
where it can assemble into a large multimeric protein
complex. John et al. (2005) reported that down-regulation
of mitofilin resulted in a disorganized mitochondrial
inner membrane with a subsequent increase in reactive
oxygen species production and membrane potential. Inner
membranes failed to form tubular or vesicular cristae and
appeared as closely packed stacks of membrane sheets
that fused intermittently. In contrast, gross mitochondrial
fission and fusion appeared normal. Thus, mitofilin
appears to potentially play an important role in the
generation and/or assembly of inner mitochondrial
membrane. Porin, also known as a voltage-dependent
anion channel (VDAC), is found predominantly in the
outer membrane of the mitochondria and appears to
facilitate ion exchange between the mitochondria and
cytosol (Benz, 2004; Singha et al. 2009). Recently, Park et al.
(2010) characterized the role of porin in Drosophila muscle
and reported that porin mutants exhibited elongated
mitochondria. This phenotype could be reversed by
increased mitochondrial fission. Furthermore, increased
fission by Drp1 expression suppressed flight defects in
porin mutants. Collectively these results suggest that porin
may play a critical role in mitochondrial remodelling.

Mitofilin and porin protein levels increased significantly
in both W-Ex, (–)-Epi, and (–)-Epi-Ex when compared to
the water group (Fig. 4B). Another unique finding was that
the combination of (–)-epicatechin and exercise further
increased mitofilin and porin levels when compared to
(–)-epicatechin treatment alone (Fig. 4B). Thus, these
results suggest that (–)-epicatechin treatment mimics
the effects of exercise on these two proteins, which are
important regulators of mitochondrial inner structure and
remodelling.

We also examined mitochondrial volume density and
cristae abundance in the plantaris muscle comparing only
water and (–)-Epi groups (Fig. 7). This approach was taken
to determine whether (–)-epicatechin treatment alone
would result in mitochondrial biogenesis in a primarily
glycolytic muscle independent of daily exercise. As shown
in Fig. 7 (both panels), (–)-epicatechin treatment resulted
in∼75% greater mitochondrial volume density and∼65%
greater cristae membrane surface area when compared
to the water group. It has been suggested that the
cristae membranes are functionally distinct from the inner
boundary membranes with the mitochondrial complexes
enriched in the cristae (Frey et al. 2002; Gilkerson
et al. 2003) Recently, Perkins & Ellisman (2010) reported
that cristae abundance and shape are directly tied to
energy production in nerve tissue. A predominance of
lamellar cristae in the mitochondria of the plantaris
muscle was found, which allows for a greater number of
complexes. These data indicate that 15 consecutive days

of (–)-epicatechin treatment resulted in ultrastructural
changes in the mitochondria that potentially increase the
capacity to produce energy. This assumption is supported
by the observation that hummingbird muscles are known
to possess mitochondria with very high cristae abundance
and these features correlate with very high levels of
oxidative capacity (Suarez et al. 1991).

One of the upstream signals that may be involved in
mitochondrial biogenesis is nitric oxide (NO) (Nisoli
et al. 2003; Wadley & McConell, 2007). Physiological
increases in NO can result from the upregulation and/or
activation of either endothelial or neuronal NOS isoforms
(eNOS or nNOS, respectively). The precise role that NO
plays in modulating mitochondrial biogenesis response
with exercise is, however, unclear (Wadley & McConell,
2007). In the present investigation, we examined the
effects of (–)-epicatechin on skeletal muscle eNOS and
nNOS content and compared them with those induced
in conjunction with exercise. No detectable levels of
skeletal muscle eNOS were observed with any of the
treatment groups, which agrees with the low activity
of eNOS in skeletal muscle fibres (Kobzik et al. 1994).
(–)-Epicatechin treatment increased the total amount of
nNOS and phosphorylation of nNOS (p-nNOS/nNOS
ratio) in skeletal muscle and the effects were comparable
to the exercise groups. However, the apparent lack of
additional increases in total nNOS and p-nNOS/nNOS
ratio with (–)-Epi-Ex group prevents us from providing
further evidence as to a possible stimulatory role for nNOS
generated NO in skeletal muscle mitochondrial biogenesis
as documented under these conditions.

The transcriptional factor Tfam has been recognized
as an important downstream mediator of mitochondria
biogenesis in response to exercise (Safdar et al. 2010).
Increases in Tfam levels are typically associated with
increases in mitochondrial density in muscle. In a study
by Little et al. (2010), low-volume high interval training
in humans was associated with increases in Tfam protein
levels of ∼20% in skeletal muscle. In the present study,
the results indicated that (–)-epicatechin stimulated Tfam
protein levels and that the effects were comparable to
those of exercise (Fig. 6). In addition, skeletal muscle Tfam
protein levels increased further when (–)-epicatechin
treatment was combined with exercise. Taken together,
these results indicate that (–)-epicatechin may potentially
exert exercise mimetic effects when taken alone, but also
provides a synergist effect when combined with exercise.

Cardiac muscle. The heart relies exclusively on oxidative
phosphorylation to generate energy and this is reflected by
the abundant presence of mitochondria, which comprise
∼30% of the myocyte volume. Recent studies, however,
have shown decreases in mitochondrial function of cardiac
muscle with age (Hagen et al. 2002; Moreau et al.
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2004). The effects of (–)-epicatechin on the myocardium
are of great interest and therefore have been examined
previously by our group (Yamazaki et al. 2008, 2010;
Ramirez-Sanchez et al. 2010). For example, Yamazaki et al.
(2010) reported that (–)-epicatechin, at the same dosage as
in the current study, given for 10 consecutive days resulted
in short term (∼52% reduction in infarction size after 48 h
of permanent coronary occlusion (PCO)) as well as long
term (33% after 3 weeks of PCO) myocardial protection.
More recently, Panneerselvam et al. (2010) reported that
treatment of mice with (–)-epicatechin (1 mg (kg body
weight)−1) for 10 consecutive days resulted in myocardial
protection from ischemia–reperfusion injury.

In the present study, we found increases in select
mitochondrial complex proteins as well as mitofilin
and porin (Fig. 5). Electron microscopy results show
significant increases in cardiomyocyte mitochondria
volume density. Most notably, there was increased
cristae membrane surface area with (–)-epicatechin
treatment. To our knowledge, this is the first study to
report mitochondrial biogenesis in cardiac muscle using
quantitative measures (Fig. 8). Findings from the present
study may, in part, explain the cardioprotective properties
of (–)-epicatechin as treatment likely results in increased
oxidative capacity and energy reserves.

In summary, we report the novel finding that
15 consecutive days of (–)-epicatechin treatment in
1-year-old mice notably increased treadmill performance
and time to fatigue. To our knowledge this is the
first study with (–)-epicatechin to integrate functional
and clinically relevant physiological animal data with
structural and morphological data from electron micro-
scopy. This improvement in exercise capacity is likely to
be the result of the pleiotropic effects of (–)-epicatechin
at multiple levels including capillarity as well as
mitochondrial content, structure and function. The
effects reported on mitochondrial cristae abundance
appear quite unique and deserve further investigation. In
addition, the combination of (–)-epicatechin treatment
and physical activity was shown to increase components
of oxidative phosphorylation and capillarity above and
beyond (–)-epicatechin treatment alone. These results,
therefore, warrant the evaluation of the underlying
mechanisms of action of (–)-epicatechin and its potential
clinical application as an exercise mimetic.
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